Henri Nouwen was considered one of the greatest spiritual masters of the twentieth century. I was first introduced to his writings over twenty years ago when I was given a copy of "With Open Hands" 1 as a gift for my service as a catechist. He was born in Holland on January 24, 1932, and ordained a priest for the Archdiocese of Utrecht. After earning his degree in psychology, in 1964, he traveled to the United States where he worked in a number of capacities.
On his first journey he served as a visiting professor in the Psychology Department at the University of Notre Dame. He returned to Holland in 1968 to teach and earn his theology degree. He returned to the United States in 1971 and taught pastoral theology at Yale Divinity School until 1981. During this time he served as a scholar in residence at the North American College in Rome. He visited Latin America spending much of his time in poor communities.
From 1983 to 1985, he taught at Harvard Divinity School. In 1985, he traveled to France where he lived for nine months at L'Arche, a Christian community founded by Jean Varnier in which people with handicaps and their assistants try to live together in the spirit of the Gospel. In 1986, he became priest-inresidence at Daybreak, a L'Arche community in Toronto. 2 On September 2, 1995, he began his sabbatical journey from Daybreak to write, reflect, and visit family and friends. This, his final journey, is memorialized in the book titled Sabbatical Journey: The Diary of His Final Year. 3 Three weeks after writing his last entry he passed away on September 21, 1996.
Henri Nouwen's appeal, I think, was his ability to effectively articulate the struggles we all encounter on our spiritual journey. The spiritual life is one marked by struggles and challenges. There are moments of joy, sadness, failure, and discouragement. He was not afraid of opening his heart to share his feelings and emotions, which many of us have and will experience along our way. For instance, I can identify with the sense of restlessness he sometimes experienced in his prayer life. His lack of patience and anger with others resonates with me in my relationship with others. His need for the intimacy of friendship, a need we all share, was often alluded to in his writings.
This combined volume of two of his works explores an experience that many of us have or will experience in our lifetimes: the death of a parent. In this case it was that of his beloved mother. He also explores the emotion of grief. We grieve for many things in life such as failed relationships, failure to attain goals; and the most poignant is that over the death of a loved one.
In In Memoriam 4 Nouwen explores his grief upon the death of his mother in 1978 from both the perspective of a loving son and of a priest. Nouwen states, "my mother died. This event cannot claim any uniqueness … still, I want to reflect on this event because, although it is not unusual, exceptional, or extraordinary, it remains in many ways unknown and unfathomed" (p. 5).
He writes of his journey from New York to Amsterdam to say farewell to his mother who was hospitalized. In the midst of her pain, he remarks that the only thing that seemed important was that they were present to one another (p. 8). An exchange of words cannot adequately convey what being present to another can mean in the midst of suffering. I'm reminded of Christ's need of the presence of his disciples in the garden of Gethsemane while he suffered and they slept.
This visit provided him with an opportunity to reflect on memories of the past joys and pains they shared. In her final days, he also had opportunities to pray with and for her, and anoint her. He was able to read much from her eyes: "her eyes, in which love and sadness were never completely separated" (p. 8) and "now seemed that the time had come to face God … she was seeing other realities, more awesome, more frightening, more captivating, but also more decisive" (p. 13-14).
Our death is a reality, and yet it remains a mystery. "If life is a mystery, why should death be viewed as a reality within our grasp and understanding?" (p. 14). Many of us fear this reality, including his mother who often shared with her son that "I am afraid to appear before God and show him my life" (p. 15).
As he and his siblings were present during their mother's agony, he reflected on the mystery of life. He experienced a vast array of emotions during this time such as helplessness, powerlessness, feeling small, but also, ironically, peace (p. 17). This sense of peace was a new emotion for him that he struggled to understand.
His mother's suffering was a moment of truth, she was dying and no one denied it (p. 17). The outside world (i.e., lectures and conferences to attend, cars on the streets, etc.) "suddenly appeared illusory and permeated by shadows of untruth" (p. 17). The truth at this moment was the "mortal struggle with the great power of life and death" (p. 18) which his mother was dealing with.
Despite this he pondered if his mother's struggle "did not in fact reveal the awesome truth of God's love. Who was more loving than Jesus? Who suffered more than he?" (p. 19). We're reminded that those of us who live with Christ must be prepared to die with him and even be "willing to accept the invitation to enter into his agony" (p. 20).
Difficult as this period of suffering was, it also offered opportunities for praying with and sharing his mother's agony which gave him a sense of peace. Her death would subsequently lead him to experience such things as "the ways in which she had left us" (p. 36). He had to mourn many losses such as customs that became part of their lives: family gatherings, setting a table, going to church, etc.
A Letter of Consolation 5 was composed six months after the death of his mother. He wrote it to his father as a letter of consolation. He also wrote it because he wondered "if the fruits of our grief are to be tasted only by ourselves" (p. 51). While he resumed the "busyness" of his schedule, he realized one day that he had not shed a tear before or after his mother death. He had previously scheduled a six month retreat with the Trappist monks at the Abbey of Genesee, and it was there that he grieved his mother's death and composed this letter.
In it he laments with his father as one who would understand what he was feeling inside. His father's letters had become a source of comfort to him, and now Nouwen hoped to reciprocate. "Maybe I could offer him consolation and comfort by uniting my pain with his" (p. 53). Although he was writing to his father he was also writing to himself and in doing so, he too would receive comfort and consolation.
Holy Week of 1979 which followed marked the half-year point since his mother passed, and this would obviously affect their preparation for Easter. "Her death changed our experience of time. … Every 'normal' experience became for us like a new experience. It had the quality of a 'first time'" (p. 55-56). He correctly asserts, in my opinion, that "real grief is not healed by time. … If time does anything, it deepens our grief" (p. 57).
He begins by looking at the various degrees of grief he has experienced over time such as that of the physical separation, by the Atlantic Ocean, from his father; "the long loneliness 'as Dorothy Day called it' in becoming a priest" (p. 63). He goes on to point out the importance of facing death and our mortality before we are in real danger of dying. In fact, he believes "that our first task is to befriend death. … Fear of death often drives us into death, but by befriending death, we can face our mortality and choose life freely" (pp. 67-68).
Life, he realized is a long process of mortification. "All living is dying and all celebration is mortification too" (p. 77). This experience helped him recognize his, and our, helplessness in the face of the dying process of a loved one and that we can do nothing about it.
As I mentioned previously, this letter was composed at a time that the Church mourns collectively: Holy Week. During that time, he was able to correlate his mother's death to that of Christ's. "What is important is the realization that through participation in the Eucharist, our lives and our deaths are being lifted up in the life and death of Christ" (p. 93).
"Mother's death can open our eyes to the Eucharist as a sacrament by which we proclaim Christ's death as a death for us. … The more we see the Eucharist as a proclamation of Christ's death, the more we start seeing that our own deaths in communion with Christ cannot be in vain" (p. 95).
He reflects on the reality that we do not want to die even though death is a reality and an intimate part of our humanity. "Jesus did not want to die. Jesus did not face his death as if he considered it a good to be striven for. … Although we must befriend our death … death remains our enemy" (p. 98-99).
On that Good Friday, it became more visible to him that "death does not belong to God. God did not create death. God does not want death. … God is a God of life. … People who live a deeply spiritual life … must feel the pain of death in a particularly acute way" (pp. 100-101).
He reflects on the hope that must exist beyond death since God, who loves us and revealed life to us, wanted to experience the absurdity of death. He concludes his letter with the Easter celebration that year and the "hope that the simple fact that these words have been written by your son about her whom we have both loved so much will be a source of consolation to you" (p. 116).
The grief over the death of a parent or loved one is a unique and different experience in everyone's life. There is neither a set timetable nor manner in which this is to be experienced. Nouwen, in my opinion, possessed the gift of being able to articulate his emotions in a variety of situations. While the grieving process is not one that I look forward to, having access to this book containing combined volumes of his work on the grieving process gives me a sense of comfort and consolation.
